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With only three weeks to go before the May 8 general elections in Panama, campaign activity has
intensified around the country. The upcoming vote is seen as a crucial element in the redefinition
of Panamanian politics, since it is the first electoral contest held since the 1989 US invasion, which
ousted the regime of Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega.
Public opinion polls conducted during the course of the campaign indicate that the parties
comprising the governing alliance headed by President Guillermo Endara will be soundly defeated
at the ballot box. Endara was installed as President by the US during the invasion. In May 1989,
presidential candidate Endara was the winner in elections annulled by Noriega before conclusion of
the vote count. Since January 1994, according to nearly all public opinion polls, the presidential front
runner has been Ernesto Perez Balladares, candidate of the Democratic Revolutionary Party (Partido
Revolucionario Democratico, PRD).
Polls carried out over the past six weeks have given Perez between 30% and 40% of support among
voters. The most recent survey, conducted by the Federico Guerra polling firm in early April, found
that 33.2% of registered voters intend to cast their ballot for Perez. Perez, a wealthy businessman
with a graduate degree in economics from Notre Dame, has gone to great lengths to distance himself
from the image of Noriega, whose regime was supported by the PRD during the 1980s. In contrast,
Perez has wholeheartedly embraced the legacy of Gen. Omar Torrijos, the Panamanian nationalist
hero who founded the PRD in 1978. Perez served as an advisor to the late Torrijos, and has held
several ministerial posts.
Panama's conservative parties have so far been unsuccessful in their efforts to persuade voters that
the PRD and Perez should be shunned for their ties to the former military regime. The most recent
polls indicate that the runner up behind Perez in the presidential race is Ruben Blades, candidate
of the Papa Egoro Movement (MPE). Blades, an international entertainment industry star with little
experience in politics, had been leading in the polls in 1993, but was eclipsed by Perez early this
year. According to the Federico Guerra poll, 15% of voters plan to cast their ballot for Blades. The
drop in popularity for Blades has been attributed to a poorly-run campaign and the feeling among
many potential voters that his lack of political experience could be just as much a liability as an
asset.
Both Perez and Blades have benefitted from the divisions among the conservative parties that
comprised Endara's ruling coalition. Those parties are now running three separate presidential
candidates. Of the three, the candidate with the most following appears to be Ruben Carles,
comptroller general under Endara, who is running on the ticket of a three party alliance:
the National Liberal Republican Movement (Movimiento Liberal Republicano Nacionalista,
MOLIRENA), the National Renovation (Renovacion Nacional, MORENA), and the Civil Renovation
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Party (Partido Renovacion Civilista, PRC). In the Federico Guerra poll, Carles received 14.5% of
voter support, just behind Blades. Some polls have placed Carles slightly ahead of Blades. The other
main candidate is Mireya Moscoso, widow of three-time president Arnulfo Arias. Moscoso was
nominated by an alliance of Endara's Arnulfista Party (PA), together with the Authentic Liberal
Party (Partido Liberal Autentico, PLA) and the Independent Democratic Union (Union Democratica
Independiente, UDI).
Moscoso has been oscillating between 10% and 14% in recent polls. All other presidential candidates
are trailing in the polls with between 1% and 5% of voter support. Analysts attribute Perez's
unexpected ability to maintain a comfortable lead in the polls to several factors. First, there is
widespread repudiation of all parties associated with the Endara administration, which has sharply
dropped in popularity among the electorate. Although the PRD's image suffered immensely due to
its association with the Noriega regime, it is still one of the best organized political movements in
the country.
The PRD's high degree of party discipline and solid organization have allowed Perez to run a
polished campaign. Meanwhile, following Panama's first-ever televised debate among presidential
candidates, broadcast on March 28, surveys among voters indicated that Perez turned in the best
performance during the event. Six of the seven leading presidential candidates participated in the
debate, which was televised by all of the country's networks. Approximately 1.5 million registered
voters will be eligible to vote in the May 8 general elections. The Electoral Council of Panama
(TEP) has estimated that about 27,500 candidates will compete for more than 1,400 posts, including
president, two vice presidents, 71 federal deputies, 67 mayors, and hundreds of town council
members.
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